
The Cross Country Caravan  

 

We just visited the first of the sections under Ernie’s jurisdiction as Regional Director, 

and I’m already learning new things. During the trip to Ottawa, we participated in the 

Mercedes Meander, a caravan around the outskirts of Ottawa. A caravan is a group of 

cars playing follow the leader to a point of interest. This is usually followed by a meal. 

 

In the case of the caravan we enjoyed in Ottawa, the destination was the home of Mike 

McKinnon, the event chair, for a barbecue. The participants gathered in a parking lot, and 

we left to take a scenic route around the Rideau Canal to the barbecue. There was a brief 

stop in Newboro for shopping and/or ice-cream at Kilborn’s.  From there we continued to 

follow the canal to Jones Lock, where we watched pleasure craft go through. Using a 

different route Mike led us on to his house. 

 

I learned a couple of new twists. Having set up a few caravans I knew about assigning 

someone to be the “caboose”. The drivers of the caboose car will be able to flash their 

head lights at the car in front of them if that car appears to be missing a turn. The caboose 

car is also helpful in the rare event there is a breakdown. John Fisher, President of the 

Ottawa section is a retired military man, so he goes one step further. The lead car, the 

caboose car and a car in the middle of the pack each get a walkie talkie. After each turn, 

the cars pull over to the side so everyone can catch up. Once the last car had made the 

turn, the caboose car walkie talkied the cars ahead that everyone had made it. This system 

worked well and no one got lost, strayed or stolen. 

 

The other interesting thing to me was that the meal was the final destination and the stops 

along the way were brief and relaxing for all concerned. I had only done caravans to  

one destination, in most cases, a winery, After a tour, a tasting and a trip to the gift shop, 

we would go to a restaurant. The primary destination is in the middle. In the case of the 

Ottawa caravan, the primary destination was at the end, and the two short stops on the 

way were times to stretch the legs and have a snack.   

  

If you decide to participate in a caravan, be aware that the route may not be the most 

direct or the fastest. There is nothing worse than sitting in a car with someone who 

second guesses the person in charge with comments like “Why didn’t he take the 

interstate? Doesn’t he know that Rte 138 is more direct?” Relax; enjoy the scenery. The 

ride is as important as the destination. Besides, isn’t it more fun to drive back roads and 

enjoy the feel of your car going around bends and up and down hills rather than going 

straight on an interstate? You will also see things you won’t see on the interstate because 

you are off the beaten track. 

 

If you want to set up a caravan, there are several things to keep in mind. Consider 

anything you think people will want to see. The destination does not have to be 

automobile related. It could be a park, a museum, a historical place or anything really. A 

trip to a park might bring out families. A non-automotive destination may bring out 

people who just love to drive their cars and aren’t interested in restoration. 

 



Once you have your destination, you have to find a gathering spot. The parking lot at an 

industrial park will do, or a lot at a mall or shopping center. Some schools will allow you 

to use their lots, but may charge for the privilege. This past year Ernie volunteered our 

new house as the gathering place and said we would provide pastries and coffee. It was 

very generous of him, considering we hadn’t moved in yet. Since I wasn’t interested in 

moving in on Saturday and entertaining guest on Sunday, we moved in the week before. 

 

Next, you have to establish a route from point A to point B. Sticking to back roads 

eliminates or at least minimizes the possibilities of traffic tie ups and helps keep the 

group together, Topographical maps are very useful in figuring out which roads are the 

most scenic. Some web sites provide maps and aerial photos that you can use to map out 

your route. Try to avoid unpaved roads; these can be hazardous to the paint job. Figure 

out how much time you want to spend at the destination, then determine how long it 

should take to run the route. Keep in mind that people also have to have time to arrive at 

the start point, and to get home after you finish up at the destination. Factor in extra time 

for the traffic lights and railroad crossings and brief stops at ice cream stands or shops. 

 

Run the route several times to make sure you have it down and to iron out any bugs, such 

as bridges that have been closed, or detours. It is really important that the leader know 

where he is going.  

 

If you don’t have walkie talkies, provide each driver with a copy of the directions and 

your cell phone number in case the group gets separated. We put in a few questions 

involving something within a quarter mile after a turn. It lets people know they are on the 

right track, and gets them looking out the window at the scenery. We are up front about 

this and announce that there are no prizes given for getting all the answers. We could 

give prizes, but then the event morphs into a rallye, and we want something more 

relaxing. 

 

Make sure that people sign up in advance. You have to let the people at the destination 

know how many to expect. Most of all have fun. 

 

 

Circa 8/2007 

 

First published in The Star magazine, used with permission. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


